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TIME HAD NO MEANING NOW, AND ALL PLACES
were the same: Axel von Fersen would never find Marie-
Antoinette again, in any time or place. His father had died,
leaving him riches and honours, and responsibilities that he
coped with through a mist of unreality. His King, the son of
his King, sent him abroad to speak for Sweden, and could
hardly blame him if Sweden's voice counted for little in the
counsels of a strange new world.

He was in Germany again, in Rastadt instead of Aachen.
There was no card-playing now, no King Gustav to bewilder
opponents with finesse and ruff, or conceal his own revokings
under tricks that his enemies called "sharp practice. Card-
sharper or hero, there had been a courtliness in King Gustav as
well as a kindly heart. Over his murdered corpse, the politics of
Europe were growing more ruthless and more violent: the smeD
of blood from the guillotine was now drowned in the reek from
the battlefields and prison-camps, the smouldering hayricks
and gutted farms of Europe. If the fighting and devastation
had died down for a moment, if the bewildered leaders met at
Rastadt to patch up a peace, it would be a peace dictated by
the insolence of the victorious soldiers, pregnant with the
seeds of a more frightful war.

There was no one to gainsay the principal victor, the
Corsican who had tamed the Revolution in order to march it
through a plundered Italy, driving the Austrian whitecoats
back into their mountains. He dreamt now of destroying
England, perhaps by invasion, perhaps by wrenching down her
dominion of the East. Italy and Austria could be settled in a
fortnight. The German princelings who had toadied to
Austria for a century, or rebelled against her nominal empire,
must now toady to France and accept a new map of their
country from the Dictator.

He did not bring the actor Talma to Rastadt, as he brought
him to Erfurt, to act Brutus before an audience of Kings. He
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